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By nearly two to one, President Ernesto Perez Balladares lost his bid for a second term. In an Aug.
30 referendum, Panamanian voters rejected the president's proposal to amend the Constitution and
permit re-election. Before the polls closed, the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD)
and its political allies announced "an overwhelming and definitive triumph" for the six-month, US
$8-million campaign in favor of a "yes" vote on re-election. In an apparent effort to get out more
"yes" voters, the announcement urged alliance members to go to the polls. The Tribunal Electoral
announced that the proposition was rejected by 64% to 34%.
Eduardo Valdes, president of the Tribunal Electoral, said 65% of registered voters cast ballots,
compared with 40% who turned out for the 1994 referendum on other constitutional reforms. By all
accounts, there were no serious cases of fraud. A statement by the International Observer Mission
of the Organization of American States (OAS) said the election was carried out with "transparency,"
and that it "consolidates the institutionalization of the Panamanian Republic." The "no" vote won
in all nine provinces. Only the indigenous community of Kuna Yala supported re-election by a slim
majority.
The highest "no" vote was cast in Colon province where 70.5% voted against re-election. Colon also
has the highest unemployment. Perez Balladares acknowledged defeat "with humility." He also
praised the work of the Tribunal Electoral, which human rights ombud Italo Antinori had said was
under the president's control. The defeat of the re-election proposal left the PRD without an obvious
candidate for the 1999 presidential election, although Alfredo Oranges put himself forward as an
alternative to Perez Balladares before the referendum (see NotiCen, 06/11/98).
After the referendum, Oranges said the vote was not a defeat for the party but for Perez Balladares
and his economic policies. At a press conference the afternoon of the voting, Oranges said he was
ready to run with a reform program for "a more humane government." Simultaneously, elements
within the PRD called for the ouster of Perez Balladares and others from the party leadership. More
than a dozen organizations sent messages to the media demanding the immediate replacement of
the party leadership and a return to the social policies of the PRD's founder, Gen. Omar Torrijos.
The organizations identified themselves as grassroots "torrijistas." Many, if not all, of the groups
appear to support Oranges. [Sources: La Prensa (Panama), El Panama America, The Dallas Morning
News, The Los Angeles Times, The Journal of Commerce, 08/31/98]
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